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Protestants, Catholics, and the State
THE ORIGINS OF PUBLIC EDUCATION IN TERRITORIAL
NEW MEXICO,

1846-1912

Jon Wallace

F

or several weeks in the winter of 1891, the Santa Fe Daily New Mexican
had been carrying reports on the activities of the territorial legisla-

ture then in session. Most of these pieces made for pretty dull reading, des~ribing, often in impenetrable legal jargon, the bills before the legislature
and the interminable procedural motions accompanying their progress. However, on 12 February 1891, the paper printed a compelling piece on the passage of an education bill, "An Act Establishing Common Schools in the
Territory of New Mexico, and Creating the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction." The bill, which provided for substantial ':lpgrades of New
Mexico's public schools, had been pushed through the legislature by Republican Party boss Thomas B. Catron and signed into law earlier in the day by
New Mexico governor L. Bradford Prince. The newspaper article included
an excerpt from a speech the governor had made to the legislature:
I can not refrain from congratulating you [the legislature] and all the
people of New Mexico on this most important and auspicious event,
which constitutes an era in the history of the territory, will attract
thousands of intelligent immigrants to our soil, and above all will
insure to every one of our children the blessings of an education which
is the key to a prosperous and happy life. 1

Jon Wallace is a graduate student in history at the University of New Mexico. He has returned
to student status after three decades as a research physicist.
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New Mexico's public school system is, indeed, one of the most important
legacies from the territorial era. In later years, Prince and the 1891 law would
get most of the credit for establishing a system of nonsectarian public schools
in New Mexico. z
This article is a comprehensive examination of how a major American
institution, the public school, was integrated into Hispanic New Mexico. It
draws together diverse, earlier lines of investigation in an effort to delineate
the full range of forces that produced a fledgling school system under exceedingly difficult circumstances. This discussion covers the early efforts to start
schools as the process unfolded after the U.S.-Mexico War; the roles of the
Protestant and Catholic churches and territorial government; the economic,
military, political, and cultural barriers to public schools; and the contributions of influential leaders in education. The establishment of public schools
in New Mexico was a long and torturous process that involved a complicated
interplay among political, economic, religious, and culhual forces and a vigorous exercise of individual initiative. This process was unique in comparison
to the establishment of schools in the surrounding states and territories.
The passage of the 1891 law brought no sudden school-building boom to
the territory, contrary to the implications of Prince's comments. In fact many
schools already existed; 450 public schools enrolled approximately eighteen
thousand pupils at the time. 3 In the previous twenty years, some children in
more populated areas had been attending public schools or, significantly,
the more prevalent parochial schools.
New Mexico's unique social and political environment made starting
schools complicated. Unlike the other western regions at the time ofAmerican occupation, New Mexico (which originally encompassed Arizona and
the southeastern corner of Colorado) was home to a 25o-year-old Catholic,
Hispanic society that constituted the majority of the population throughout
the territorial period. Hispanics acquired considerable political influence
in the American territorial government. However, they possessed no tradition of government-supported public education and had limited financial
resources to support schools during the Spanish and Mexican periods. The
impetus for starting schools would be left to a small, dedicated group of
Anglo American and Hispanic educational leaders.
By the mid-nineteenth century, most Americans, like Governor Prince,
had come to regard public schools as an undisputed benefit, a birthright
even, of their democratic heritage. American schools had a two-fold program of secular instruction and moral reinforcement aimed toward produc-
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ing responsible, informed, patriotic citizens necessary for the survival of the
republic. 4 In New Mexico, the Anglo American minority understood that
schools could help "Americanize" the conquered Hispanic people. 5 As they
evolved in the United States, the tax-supported common schools were graded
(grades 1-8), coeducational institutions with a fixed curriculum of the three
Rs (reading, 'riting, and 'rithmetic) augmented with grammar, geography,
and American history. Since the founding ~f the republic, the public schools
had been, in principle, nonsectarian. Protestant orthodoxy, however, was
generally embedded in their curriculum, reflecting America's dominant
religious orientation. Bible reading in class was not uncommon. This practice became a point of contention in New Mexico and was the basis for the
Catholic Church's opposition to the nonsectarian public schools as introduced by Anglo Protestants.
The establishment of New Mexico's schools has often been seen as the
outcome of a relatively straight-forward, albeit drawn out, political process,
as Prince implied. Specifically, this enterprise involved a contest between
the Catholic Church and the elite establishment over the imperatives for
statehood. From this perspective, the turning point came when politicians
and influential businessmen like Prince and Catron came to a consensus
over the desirability of statehood. To realize this goal, New Mexico would
have to overcome reservations in the U.S. Congress about its readiness for
this step. These doubts were based largely on a cloudy Congressional vision
of New Mexico as an alarmingly foreign and unchanging land, where Catholicism, widespread illiteracy, and lack of English-language skills were
holding up the desired Americanization. To meet one of the prerequisites
for statehood, the territory had to rectify the shortcomings of its manifestly
inadequate schools. For their part, territorial politicians would need to pass
more effective school legislation, which, of course, would include new taxes.
To this end, they would have to overcome the powerful, long-standing opposition of the Catholic Church to nonsectarian schools. 6
Much of this depiction is indisputable. The quest for statehood acted
as a powerful catalyst for establishing schools, but this impetus worked in
the presence of other important forces. The significant role of the churches
occupies a large part of the following discussion. They pioneered the building of schools where few existed. These Roman Catholic and Protestant
institutions were the first schools in New Mexico to serve a sizable student population. 7 The early, rather modest systems of parochial schools
paved the way for the public schools that followed. Although Catholics
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and Protestants competed bitterly, their schools may be seen as transition
institutions that expedited the introduction of American educational ideas
and practices into the remote territory. While public schools were in some
respects an outgrowth of the earlier parochial systems, the Catholic Church's
steadfast resistance to nonsectarian public facilities may have delayed their
development. Many other considerations - military, economic, and politicalcan better explain the relatively late development of public education that
so plagued statehood advocates in New Mexico than the obstinacy of the
Catholic Church.
The public school issue, culturally and politically, was in fact part of a
larger cultural contest: the acrimonious Catholic-Protestant battle for the
religious allegi-ance of Hispanic New Mexico. In the end, the Catholic
Church successfully fended off the Protestants' missionary crusade and retained the bulk of its membership. Although Catholic leaders feared and
despised nonsectarian schools, they ultimately failed to block their creation.
In New Mexico, the Anglo American vision of education overlaid a preexisting Spanish framework. In 1812 prominent New Mexico land owner
Pedro Baptista Pino decried the lack of public schools in a report on conditions in the province for the king of Spain. He noted that only families that
could afford a private schoolmaster could obtain an education for their children. He also informed the king that the lack of any "school for higher
studies" had brought distress to the fathers of "sons with an inclination to
study science" because doctors, surgeons, and pharmacists were sorely
needed. Representing New Mexico at the royal Cortes in Cadiz, Spain,
Pino requested both elementary and higher-level schools. 8 The Spanish
crown never took any action in response to his petition.
Schools started in New Mexico only through the hands-on efforts of energetic, able, and dedicated educational leaders. An isolated, hostile, and
economically undeveloped land posed unique challenges and demanded
an enthusiastic approach. Many leaders were connected with the various
churches; some became well-known figures in New Mexico history. Starting in the Mexican era and continuing into the territorial period, the controversial Taos priest Padre Antonio Jose Martinez operated the most notable
of several small independent schools. Alumni from that institute included
several future Hispanic religious and politicalleaders. 9 It was coeducational,
which was unusual at the time. Martinez, a lover oflearning and books and
an expert on Catholic canon law, was a particularly well-qualified teacher.
He also acquired and operated the first printing press in New Mexico, using
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it to print his own textbooks. 1O His efforts to educate New Mexico's children
prevailed under exceedingly difficult conditions.
Martinez was not the only native New Mexican who actively promoted
education. Donaciano Vigil, a former military officer and advisor under
Mexican governor Manuel Armijo, strongly advocated for schools on the
political front. He was appointed the first secretary of New Mexico under
the Kearny Code imposed during the u.s. military occupation and assumed
the governorship in 1847 upon the assassination of Gov. Charles Bent. II Later that year,
Vigil introduced the issue of education in a
speech to the first New Mexico legislature.
He argued that an educated populace would
be necessary for the success of the democratic government then forming and advocated publicly supported schools open to all:
If our government here is to be
republican-if it is to be based on
democratic republican principles, and if
the will of the majority is one day to be
the law of the land and the government
of the people, it is most important for
this will to be properly exercised. The
people must be enlightened and
instructed ... that every man should be
able to read, to inform himself of
passing events and of matters important
to his country and government. 12

DONACIANO VIGIL

Vigil, New Mexico's second
governor under the Kearny Code
and a territorial.legislator, was a
steadfast and outspoken supporter
of nonsectarian public schools.
His beliefs were shared by several
other influential Hispanic

politicians. (Photograph by
Unfortunately, Governor Vigil had little real
Albright Art Parlors, courtesy
power at the time, and his words seemingly
Palace of the Governors, Santa Fe,
fell on deaf ears. When New Mexico later neg. no. 011405)
became a U.S. territory, he remained prominent and was influential in public affairs. He also continued to be a steadfast supporter of free nonsectarian public education, believing that the
Catholic clergy had exploited the ignorance ofthe populace and suppressed
educational opportunityY This sentiment would be echoed repeatedly. in
the coming decades, by both Anglo American and Hispanic politicos.
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The federally appointed officials of early territorial New Mexico believed
that the education problem extended well beyond the church hierarchy.
They could not understand the apparent indifference of the greater Hispanic populace to education. In 1856 an educational tax bill was passed by
the legislature and then put before the people of four largely Hispanic counties (Taos, Rio Arriba, Santa Ana, and Socorro); the popular referendum
was defeated by a vote of 5,016 to 37. 14 The resulting frustrations of the Anglo
political leaders were summed up by New Mexico territorial secretary (and
acting governor for a time) W. W. H. Davis:
This great enmity to schools and intelligence can only be accounted
for as follows: that the people are so far sunk in ignorance that they are
not really capable of judging of the advantages of education. From this
result the cause of education has but little to hope for from the popular
will, and the verdict shows that the people love darkness better than
light.J5
Although this statement was biased, Davis was essentially right on one
point. Martinez's efforts notwithstanding, the greater Hispanic populace had
had almost no exposure to schools of any kind. An impoverished electorate
could hardly be expected to tax itself for an institution that it knew little
about and, heretofore, had not missed. The political process thus failed to
provide public schools at this time. For the next two decades, the defeat of
this referendum would be cited by statehood opponents as one reason for
denying New Mexico entry into the Union.
In the nearby states of Colorado, Arizona, and Oklahoma, Anglo American settlers controlled the legislatures from the beginning. These states established publicly supported schools with relatively little fuss, although no
earlier than in New Mexico. Colorado became a territory in 1861, and the
first county public school systems were in operation by 1867. Statehood
followed quickly in 1875. In 1876 over twelve thousand children were enrolled in public schools, representing more than half the school-age population. Oklahoma became a territory in 1890. The new territorial legislature
immediately set up a system of public schools, and by 1891 ten thousand
pupils were in attendance, nearly half the school-age population. Arizona
was split off from New Mexico and became a territory in 1863. Public schools
came into existence in the early 1870S, the same time as New Mexico. In
1880 over four thousand children were enrolled, about 60 percent of the
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school-age population. 16 The situation in New Mexico was not as bleak as
Davis had painted it. The Catholic Church was already setting up parochial schools.
The prospects for education had already begun to change with the arrival of Bishop Jean Baptiste Lamy in 185LHe was sent to Santa Fe as part of
a Catholic administrative reorganization following the American takeover
in 1848. A refined, well-educated and
energetic Frenchman of a Puritanical bent, Bishop Lamy was horrified
by what he saw as ignorance, incompetence, and prevalent corruption in
the native New Mexican clergy. He
would address this problem in part
by importing as replacements a cadre
of well-trained French priests, whose
numbers grew steadily over the years.
At the same time, Lamy immediately
began the process of establishing
schools with multiple purposes: train
native New Mexican clergy, revive a

BISHOP JEAN BAPTISTE LAMY OF
SANTA FE

Lamy established the first school
system in New Mexico in 1853.
His Catholic parochial facilities
offered instruction at the
primary, secondary, and college
levels. (Photograph courtesy
Palace of the Governors, Santa
Fe, neg. 110. 009970)

flagging religious spirit, increase the
general level of religious knowledge,
and raise morality in the territory.17
When the bishop came to fully understand the problems he faced,
Americanization also became one of
his goak l8
With great difficulty, Lamy brought
west four teaching nuns of the Sisters ofLoretto to start a school for girls
in Santa Fe. 19 The school opened in

1853 in the bishop's private residence
with the support of funds allocated for his personal use. The pupils, ten
boarding students and twenty-one day students initially, were "instructed in
ancient and modern languages, music, drawing, and other branches of a
useful and polite education."20 In 1859 the bishop enlisted a contingent of
Christian Brothers from France to take over a similar boy's school, starting
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with thirty boarding and one hundred fifty day students. 21 This school evolved
into St. Michael's College (now the College of Santa Fe). The bishop also
brought in members of the Sisters of Charity and the Sisters of Mercy to
open additional schools, and in 1867 he welcomed the first of several groups
ofJesuit priests. 22 A decade later, the Jesuit community founded Jesuit College, the territory's second Catholic college, in the rapidly growing town of
Las Vegas, New Mexico. 23 From this beginning grew a small but significant
system of Catholic parochial schools in New Mexico in which religious
instruction was infused into every subject. Under Lamy the Catholic Church
briefly became the dominant force for education in the territory. By 1891
Catholics had a network of seventeen schools, located mostly in New
Mexico's larger towns, serving over twenty-eight hundred pupils, some of
whom even came from outside the territory to attend the colleges. 24

As Lamy was establishing his diocese, Protestant missionaries began to
arrive in New Mexico. Coming initially to serve the resident U.S. Army,
they perceived in the lack of public schools an opportunity to advance their
missionary cause with Hispanic Catholics. 25 In the years after the Civil War,
these men and women opened numerous churches and schools throughout the territory. For these missionaries, Protestant proselytizing included
Americanization. 26 The way to start was to focus on the children; schools
would be a tool for converting a reluctant populace. A Presbyterian missionary teacher described the strategy succinctly: "Where the preacher can
not go the teacher may, and with her loving service and ready sympathy win
the love and confidence of the people."27
The Protestant day schools, many of which were located in small towns
and villages, were coeducational, unlike their Catholic counterparts. Like
the common schools of the East, their eight-grade curriculum was based on
the three Rs with English added. Enrollment ranged from thirty to seventyfive or more pupils, and the schools often operated for nine months of the
year. In addition boarding schools, sometimes run in conjunction with the
day schools, taught household, agricultural, and trade skills. 2B Unmarried female teachers were the norm. They generally lived under primitive conditions in an unfamiliar culture and were often the only Anglo Americans in
the vicinity. The more successful of these missionary teachers were tough,
resourceful, and deeply committed to assisting their hosts in living a better
life. 29 In the early years of their schools, reading the Bible (the Protestant King
James version), singing Protestant hymns, and praying-all novelties for Hispanic pupils-were important parts of daily routine. 30 Three Protestant
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denominations - Methodist, Presbyterian, and Congregational- established
significant systems of elementary schools.
The Methodists, whose missionary operations were headquartered in New
York, made a brief appearance in New Mexico in the early 185os. In 1869
they established a permanent foothold under Thomas Harwood, the inspired,
indefatigable, and ever-optimistic superintendent of missions for New
Mexico. Starting his first school in a
renovated chicken house, Harwood
had set up a network of ten schools
extending throughout New Mexico
by 1891. Included in this network was
Albuquerque College, which aimed
largely at educating native New
Mexican pastors. 31 The Methodist
schools served some 350 pupils at a
time. 32
Harwood's duties were demanding. In 1870, hardened by service in
the Union Army during the Civil
War, he traveled "about 10,000 miles
in all" in New Mexico and Southern
Colorado, a decade before the arrival
of the railroads. 33 He would pursue
A Methodist missionary,
that course for the next four decades.
Harwood built a system of
He occasionally carried a pistol for
parochial schools in New
his own protection; on one occasion,
Mexico in 1869. He viewed his
a friend at his side was fatally shot
schools as a vehicle for
after a Christmas party.34 His wife
converting New Mexico's
Emily was a self-possessed, compeHispanic population to
tent,
and well-liked teacher and adProtestantism. (Photograph
ministrator in the Methodist schools
courtesy Palace of the Governors,
who
worked without salary, although
Santa Fe, neg. no. 050137)
her husband could have arranged
one. The reverend often donated a portion of his own salary back to his
churches and schools. 3;
The Presbyterians, whose missionary activities were likewise administered from New York, al~o had a short initial stay in New Mexico prior to
REV. THOMAS HARWOOD
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the Civil War, lasting just a few months in 1849.36 Nearly two decades later,
in 1867, the Rev. David F. McFarland started a church and school in Santa
Fe, employing the first Anglo American woman teacher in New Mexico,
Charity Ann Gaston. 37 The school grew into the Allison School for Hispanic girls. In 1870 Rev. John A. Annin opened a school in Las Vegas. 38
Eventually, the Presbyterians built the most extensive network of parochial
schools of the territorial period. By 1890 they had opened a total of forty
schools serving twenty-four hundred students in New Mexico and southern
Colorado, including their boys' and girls' high schools, and in 1893 they
founded a college in Del Norte, Colorado, for the training of pastors. 39
The Congregationalists founded six common schools in New Mexico. Like
the Methodists and Presbyterians, they sparsely covered the area. They did
take an early lead in starting Protestant secondary schools under the aggressive leadership of Rev. Edward P. Tenney.4o Santa Fe only had Lamy's two
non-coeducational secondary schools until the Congregationalists opened the
Santa Fe Academy in 1878 with sixty-four pupils. A year later, they started the
Albuquerque Academy with twenty-six pupils. In 1880 they opened academies
in Las Vegas and Trinidad, Colorado, and a college in El Paso, Texas, similar
to the Presbyterian establishment in Colorado. 41 As of 1891, some fourteen
hundred pupils were enrolled in the Congregational schools operated by the
New West Educational Commission based in Chicago. 42
Several other Protestant denominations engaged in missionary activities
in New Mexico. The Baptists came and went quickly before the Civil War
and did not establish a school until the early twentieth century. Missionaries from the Episcopal Church and United Brethren in Christ were present
but built few schools. These and other churches had little impact on education in nineteenth-century New Mexico, a reflection of the extraordinary
difficulty of working in the region.
The Protestant day schools were nominally free or charged minimal tuition payable in kind. 43 They were supported largely by donations collected
by their respective missionary societies in the East and augmented by patronage from the more prosperous parents. To conserve resources, the various Protestant churches often cooperated with each other and tacitly agreed
not to encroach on one another's territory; thus, only a single Protestant
church and school would locate in any village or small town. The Protestant schools were the first in the territory to provide an education for children oflower socioeconomic status. In contrast the Catholic schools charged
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a substantial tuition and were regarded by some as elitist. 44 The Protestant
school systems grew steadily until the 1890s.
Under exceptional leadership, the Catholic and Protestant churches built
the first school systems in New Mexico. The situation was not altogether
unique. During the final two decades of the nineteenth century, the Presbyterians created a significant school system in Mormon Utah as well as Indian schools in Arizona and New Mexico. 45
The New Mexico public school system, which followed and profited
from the parochial leadership, got off to a shaky start and needed all the
help it could get. Schools in New Mexico would also develop later than
those in most other parts of the country, if more or less concurrently with
those of the surrounding states. Once firmly established in the 1870s, the
public school system quickly surpassed the parochial systems in size but not
in the quality of education offered.
New Mexico's unique military and economic environment was a factor
in the slow development of public schools in the territory. New Mexico
experienced two extended periods of military occupation. The first, 18461851, lasted from the time the United States took control over the area from
Mexico until territorial status was granted, and the second, 1861-1865, occurred during the American Civil War. The U.S. Army effectively ran the
government during these years and did not promote education. 46 The single
most pressing public issue in these early years, and a major reason for the
continued military presence, was defense against the nomadic Indian tribes
of the region. Armed conflict with these tribes persisted in the Southwest
long after other parts of the country had been pacified. During these years,
other concerns took a back seat to public safety, including education. 47
While federal military expenditures were large by the standards of the
time, money was always scarce at the local level. Before the railroads arrived, the region as a whole was desperately short of hard currency and
plagued by a correspondingly small tax base. A long-running argument
against statehood coming from within the territory was that the tax burden
to support a state government would be too great for New Mexicans to bear. 48
The territorial government often operated with a fiscal deficit, even without
significant school expenditures. 49 When pro-education governor Marsh
Giddings took office in 1871, before any meaningful school legislation had
yet passed, he inherited a territorial debt of seventy-four thousand dollars, a
substantial sum at the time. 5O
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Federal funds available for schools elsewhere did not come to New Mexico
in a timely fashion. Passed by Congress under the Articles of Confederation,
the Ordinance of 1785 provided for school funding in the territories through
the sale or lease of public lands. 51 This legislation assumed that territorial
status would be quickly followed by statehood, so the revenues became available only after statehood had been achieved. The law worked well for several states, providing most of the funding used to establish public schools. 52
In the case of New Mexico, which remained a territory for over sixty years,
the money was unavailable for decades.
Congress repeatedly turned down requests from the territory for direct
federal funding of education aimed at making up the shortfalJ.5J The badly
needed funds became available in 1898 with the passage of the Fergusson
Act, which essentially provided this source of school revenue prior to statehood. 54 Congress had made a similar concession to the territory of Oklahoma in 1891.55 The law was relatively ineffective in the desert Southwest,
which had a shortage of desirable farmland in the public domain with adequate riverfront access for irrigation and clear title. 56 The Fergusson Act
established the first permanent school fund in New Mexico, but as late as

1912, it provided less than 11 percent of school expendituresY
If the New Mexico territorial government had trouble finding resources
for education, so did the churches. Catholic and Protestant churches had
enough resources to promote education but only on a relatively small scale.
Neither faction would ever realize the financial clout to fulfill its dreams.
Both churches suffered from chronic funding and manpower shortages.
Throughout his time in New Mexico, Lamy aggressively imported competent teachers from other parts of the United States, France, and Italy. But
after nearly four decades, his school system was serving only about 6 percent ofthe school-age population. 58 The Protestants fared no better. Harwood
was constantly pleading for funds from a skeptical mission board in New
York, which never grasped the magnitude of his difficulties. The parochial
systems had made a good start, occupying the vacuum created by the lack of
public schools. Even so they never served more than a few thousand children at a time throughout the territorial era. 59
Education for the masses was simply not economically feasible for churchbased systems. Only the territory, as poor as it was by nineteenth-century
standards, could garner the resources to provide common schools on a large
scale. This increased availability, however, was initially achieved at the ex-
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pense of quality education. Under the circumstances, New Mexico would
have been hard pressed to provide widespread public education much earlier than it did. Moreover, Catholic-Protestant conflict over the cultural
role of schools and what they should teach exacerbated the slow pace of
school development and low quality of instruction.
The arrival of the Protestant missionaries triggered an intense battle between the Catholic Church and a multidenominational Protestant establishment, each competing for the religious allegiance of Hispanics. At this time,
Roman Catholicism proclaimed itself as the only true faith and path to salvation. The Catholic hierarchy considered any exposure to Protestant ideas their
parishioners received to be dangerous. The Protestants, on the other hand,
believed their approach to God immeasurably superior and the Catholics
appallingly ignorant and misguided. 60 Reverend Harwood spoke for many
Protestants when he described New Mexico in 1850: "Intellectually, morally,
and religiously it was one of the darkest corners of Christendom."61
The Catholic-Protestant conflict sometimes manifested itself in dramatic
fashion. On a Sunday in November 1853, arrangements were made for
Benigno Cardenes, a one-time priest who had defected to the Methodists
and established a significant following, to preach on the Santa Fe plaza.
According to an account by Rev. E. G. Nicholson, superintendent of the
Methodist Mission in New Mexico, Bishop Lamy attempted to counter the
Methodist service from the pulpit by instructing his parishioners to "stop
their ears, avert their faces, and go immediately home" and ordering the
incessant ringing of the loud bell at his nearby church. Neither ploy worked.
When the open-air Methodist service began sometime after Lamy's Mass
had concluded, a large crowd gathered to hear Cardenes, who proceeded as
planned. 62 This incident illustrates both the unrestrained rivalry between
Catholic and Protestant leaders and the readiness of the greater Hispanic
populace to consider all their options, regardless of church directives. Both
patterns of behavior would carry over into the school debate.
The rivalry intensified when Protestant schools began to appear. In 1874
Reverend Annin reported that his Presbyterian school in Las Vegas had come
under attack by Jesuits:
They have almost broken up our school. The priests have gone from
house to house threatening and denouncing, and the parents of the·
pupils (many of them very ignorant) tremble at the presence of these
holy fathers and dare not go contrary to their commands.... I have
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learned that the public school was broken up by them, so that only two
girls were left. 63
This action mirrored a broader and equally impassioned Jesuit campaign of
resistance againstthe absorption of Catholics into Protestant American culture in genera1. 64
The extreme tactic was largely ineffective. Many smaller villages and
towns had a single, unopposed Protestant school and no resident priest.
The high-handed reforms of Bishop Lamy and his European clergy were
not well received by a substantial part of the Hispanic population; he was
another "Anglo invader" to them. Hispanic families often ignored his admonitions and sent their children to Protestant schools if they were more
convenient than the Catholic institutions. Keen competition between the
two factions contributed to the growth of the parochial systems, limited as
they were. Through this rivalry, the Catholic and Protestant churches introduced many Hispanics throughout the territory to the institution of schools.
Considering the difficulties of actually starting a school, the fact that
public school laws passed by the legislature in 1860, 1863, and 1867 were
largely unenforced is hardly surprising; no funds were appropriated for their
implementation 65 The situation was similar in Colorado, where the earliest
school laws also were never enforced. 66 Reflecting the lack of enforcement
and enrollment, the 1870 census indicated that 80 percent of New Mexico's
inhabitants age ten and over were illiterate. At this time, Anglos constituted
less than 4 percent of New Mexico's population. 67 Over a decade after the
first law, New Mexico had erected only five public schools and thirty-nine
private, mostly parochial, institutions with a total of 1,798 students, 44 percent of them female. 68 In 1870 Gov. William A. Pile, a former Methodist
minister, lamented that there was "no general school law, and not a public
school or school-house in the Territory."69 He chose not to notice the few
existing schools. The seeds of a satisfactory system of territorial schools would
require more than a few ineffectual laws and a trickle of money to grow.
The first meaningful school laws were passed in 1872 by a predominantly
Hispanic legislature with statehood on its mind. 70 In the same session, as
part of a statehood initiative, the legislature approved the Constitution of
1872, which was defeated in a territory-wide referendum and soon forgotten. 7l The school laws; barely mentioned in the press at the time, effectively
established a network of independent county-based school systems. The
schools would be supported by new taxes - the first regular source of school
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income-and placed under an elected board of "supervisors and directors
of public schools" in each county.72 In practice this meant that existing public and private schools could now share in county revenues. The language
of the legislation indicates no sectarian considerations. Territorial politicians lost no time in exploiting the new laws. Stephen B. Elkins, New Mexico
delegate to the U.S. Congress, cited the 1872 laws as evidence of progress in
a speech promoting statehood that attracted considerable attention in Washington, D.C.73 The statehood battle, which would play out in Congress and
the eastern press for the next forty years, had now begun in earnest. Education, accompanied by strong religious undertones, remained a major issue.
While the public schools struggled into existence, the sectarian schools
enjoyed considerable acceptance by New Mexicans. In 1878 the citizens of
Santa Fe and other smaller New Mexican towns contributed generously to
the Christian Brothers for a new college building that was described at the
time as "the largest and most stately building in Santa Fe as well as the
highest adobe building erected in the Southwest."74 Protestant efforts were
likewise well received. In 1894 Presbyterian missionary Matilda L. Allison
described the difficulty at her boarding school for Hispanic girls in Santa
Fe: "I am unable, for want of room ... to receive half the number who
would gladly come."75 New Mexico educators echoed these words repeatedly. In 1902 alone, the Presbyterian Woman's Board of Home Missions
received twelve requests from New Mexico villages for schools where none
were available. Sometimes mothers would move for the winter from their
villages into towns so that their children could attend a Protestant school,
although this option was unavailable to less affluent citizens. 76 As with Catholic institutions, wealthy patrons occasionally made generous contributions
to Protestant establishments,77 Popular indifference to education does not
appear to have played a central role in the slow development of schools.
The Hispanic populace widely accepted that the most important reason
for attending school was to learn English. J. Francisco Chaves, a New Mexico
politician and wealthy landowner; took a broad view of the issue. Recalling
his own youth before New Mexico became part of the United States, he
noted his father's advice upon sending him east to Saint Louis University (a
Jesuit institution): "The heretics are going to overrun all this country. Go
and learn their language and come back prepared to defend your people."78
Chaves took that advice to heart and believed it essential to his success in
later years. He had a long, distinguished political career including three
terms as New Mexico's delegate to Congress and then nearly three decades
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in the territorial legislative council. A strong supporter of education, he was
serving as both president of the council and territorial superintendent of
public instruction when an assassin's bullet ended his life in 19°4- 79
English was useful for obtaining government jobs but was also important for dealing with the government, particularly concerning land ownership. To retain title to land acquired during the Spanish or Mexican periods,
Hispanic landowners were required to prove ownership in American courts,
a process that usually entailed hiring an Anglo American lawyer. A property
owner was liable to lose his land through misunderstanding the legal process or outright fraud; good English skills substantially reduced the risk of
such loss.80
The 1872 education laws launched a significant system of public schools
in New Mexico. A remarkable and perhaps unexpected development also
occurred at that time: priests were frequently elected to county school boards.
Often the best educated residents, priests had participated in running the
few existing public schools. In Bernalillo County, the school board offered
Jesuit priest Donato M. Gasparri the post ofsuperintendent ofschools, which
he declined. 8l The Bernalillo County Jesuits did accept a six hundred dollar
per year allocation to provide free public schooling for some sixty to onehundred boys from November to August. 82 In Santa Fe, county funds were
provided to St. Michael's College for the purpose of educating orphans. s3
The "public" school teachers were often sisters, brothers, priests, and lay
Catholics. 84 Of the twenty-four school districts in Bernalillo County in 1883a decade after the first effective laws-five were under Catholic direction,
fourteen had Spanish-surnamed and presumably Catholic teachers, and five
had no teachers at all. The latter figure indicates the inadequacy of the
public system. ss Bishop Lamy was appointed to the territorial school board
and became its most active member. The Jesuit press located in Las Vegas,
La Imprenta del Rio Grande, supplied most of the textbooks for the territory.86 Protestant influence in these public schools was present; many of the
teachers had attended Protestant schools. 87 Albuquerque Academy, a Congregational institution, and the Allison School trained many teachers. A
Presbyterian missionary teacher at the John Hyson Memorial School in
Chimayo reported that the six nearest public schools were all taught by
former mission school pupils. 88 These early public schools often were decidedly parochial, and not everyone was happy.
For the next twenty years, many politicians and other prominent New
Mexicans would disparage or simply refuse to recognize the new schools.
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As Emily Harwood observed, "The
law is quite a good one, or would be
among Americans.... Our public
schools are nothing more or less than
Jesuit schools."89 Her husband, Reverend Harwood, had turned down the
offer of public funds for the Methodist schools, believing they had no
right to such support. 90 Nevertheless,
the dye was cast, and the sectarian
presence in public schools would
change little in the coming years.
Two decades later in 1894, a Las
Cruces Presbyterian mission teacher
made this assessment:
The Catholics have entire control
of the public school. The sisters
EMILY HARWOOD
.from the convent are the teachers.
Harwood was a Methodist
The Board of Education is
missionary school teacher and
composed of two Mexican
administrator in territorial New
members and the Catholic priest,
Mexico. She and other fellow
is French, the priest being the
who
missionaries helped pave the way
president of the board and really
for New Mexico's public schools.
the head of the school. They are
(Photograph by Charles Bohm,
courtesy Palace of the Governors,
persistent and determined in their
Santa Fe, neg. no. °72321)
work against our schools, but we
hold the most of our old pupils and
a great many new ones have come in. The Mexican people appreciate
our schooPl
The reality was that school al~orities had found a workable improvisation.
Some Catholic schools, considering their work a public service, retained
their parochial identity and received partial support through public appropriation. With modified funding provisions from a law passed in 1884, St.
Vincent Academy in Albuquerque, under contract with the Sisters of Charity, operated as a select boarding school for girls and free public school for
all children. Concurrently, Albuquerque Academy began to receive public
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monies and became, in part, a public school. Both institutions functioned
as free public schools financed by the territory for the first half of the year
(October to December) and then reverted to tuition-charging private academies for the remainder of the school year (January to June ).92 The Catholic
boys' school in Las Vegas, now under the Christian Brothers, operated in a
similar fashion from 1888 until 1890 when the county ran out of money. In
many cases, the county public school systems clearly started from a foundation built by the churches.
During this period, the schools
acquired their first strong, active advocate within the territorial government. In 1873, just as the newly
established school systems needed
. solid government support, William
G. Ritch was appointed territorial
secretary of New Mexico. He supplied an effective antidote to the lack
of enthusiasm in some quarters. A
devout Protestant, Ritch became an
outspoken proponent of nonsectarian
education. 93 Under his leadership, the
New Mexico public school system expanded rapidly in the early 1870s.
The number of public schools exploded in just a few years, quickly
overtaking the church-sponsored
schools in number. The number of
private schools also grew but at a

WILLIAM G. RITCH, SECRETARY OF
NEW MEXICO,

1873-1885

Ritch was an effective promoter of
nonsectarian public schools for
New Mexico. Under his leader-

much slower rate. By 1873, 133 pubship, the territory's public school
lic schools were in place, compared facilities grew rapidly. (Phototo 26 private facilities. 94 Now, 20 per- graph by George C. Bennett,
cent of the school-age population courtesy falace of the Governors,
(ages 5-20) were enrolled in school. Santa Fe, neg. no. 010759)
Of these 7,000 pupils, 5,625 of them
attended a public institution. The number of enrolled children thus quadrupled in a mere three years. The 1873 budget for public schools was comparable to that of the private schools, but the public schools served at least
three times as many pupils. 95
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This rapid expansion of public education was achieved at a price. The
new schools, plagued from the start by insufficient funding, generally suffered from short terms (two to four months), inadequate facilities, and poorly
prepared teachers. Moreover, attendance was not compulsory in New Mexico
or Colorado. 96 No public school existed in Santa Fe as of 1875. In many of
the schools, instruction was in Spanish, as were most of the Jesuit textbooks,
which was an obvious detriment to teaching English. 97 Additionally, parents
registered complaints against some teachers who had received their appointments through political connections and were viewed as poor performers. 98
One northern New Mexico villager described the situation bluntly: "Very
few people would go to the public schools. They just didn't learn, the teachers did not know how to teach, they were not educated."99 A Presbyterian
missionary teacher corroborated this observation:
On examining a young man, to determine in what class he should be
placed, I found that he had little if any knowledge of fractions. I said:
"You haven't been in school for a long time, have you?" He replied,
"No, but I taught [public school] last winter."JOo
The territorial legislators had created a school system that served many more
pupils than before but was substandard and, for many, alarmingly sectarian.
Neither divisive issue would be resolved during the territorial era.
Mter the early 1870S, the fight between Protestant and Catholic parochial schools moved from the villages and towns to the territorial political
arena and changed somewhat. The schools were generally peaceful, with a
growing number of children enrolled, but a long, bitter standoff between
sectarian and nonsectarian advocates played out in the legislature and the
press. IOl By this time, the citizens of New Mexico had progressed beyond the
question of whether schools would be funded. Now they battled over which
schools should receive tax support and whether sectarian instruction had a
place in public schools.
The Catholic Church seemed to favor parallel systems, one Catholic
and the other not, that were both publicly supported. Abp. Jean Baptiste
Salpointe, Lamy's successor, explained this position:
The non-sectarian school is sectarian by the fact that being nonreligious it practically leads to agnosticism - which is contrary to the
convictions and credence of the majority of men.... [I]nstead of

..
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being opposed to the [public school] system, we ask that it should be
extended to our own schools. We do not refuse to adopt a public
system of education, provided it be so arranged so not to conflict with
the religious convictions of the majority in the Territory.... They ...
are taxpayers, they contribute like others to the school fund and this
entitles them, we think, to have a representation in the settlement of
the school question. 102
The secular-Protestant faction favored a single, tax-supported system of nonsectarian public schools, as promoted by Ritch and supported by an aging
Vigil. I03 In the 1876 legislative session, a bill to implement the withdrawal of
public funds from sectarian schools was approved by the Council (the upper house of the legislature) with Chaves and two other Hispanics assenting. The bill was defeated in a fourteen-to-ten vote by the predominantly
Hispanic House of Representatives. 104 The bill was reintroduced in 1878 and
1880 and defeated on both occasions.
Contests over school policy were not limited to New Mexico. While Archbishop Salpointe enjoyed considerable political influence in New Mexico,
he had been powerless as he pressed the same issues in his previous position
as bishop of Arizona. There, where Anglo Protestants were in the majority
by 1870, the legislature created a nonsectarian school system that faced no
serious opposition from any quarter. 105 Debates in the East and Midwest
involved the growing Irish and German Catholic communities. In the late
nineteenth century, John Ireland, archbishop ofSt. Paul, Minnesota, advocated integrating Catholic parochial education into the public schools. 106
The failure of such campaigns led the Church throughout the country to
sponsor parallel systems of Catholic parochial schools, where religious instruction was an integral part of the curriculum. 107
The New Mexico citizenry generally failed to share the passions of either
church officials or politicians. Sectarian or nonsectarian, Catholic or Protestant, they continued to utilize whatever schools were available to their
children. The sectarian aspects of the Protestant schools were neither a significant deterrent nor a draw. While the debate continued, the Presbyterians began to de-emphasize religious instruction in their schools, coming to
appreciate that it offended most Catholic pupils. Some of their schools were
secularized to an extent, although this trend appears to have been a local
option rather than official church policy.108 Meanwhile, the need for stronger school laws did gradually become recognized throughout the territory.
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Unfortunately, the legislature was deadlocked, and a change of administration did not help.
In 1887 and again in 1889, Gov. Edmund G. Ross, the first New Mexico
Democratic governor after the Civil War, proposed comprehensive school
bills. A reformer from Kansas who had been appointed by Pres. Grover Cleveland and a strong proponent of public education, Ross was representative of
a growing Anglo population in the territory who believed in tax-supported
schools. He was quickly gridlocked by the Republican forces of the Santa
Fe Ring. Facing their first serious opposition since the emergence of New
Mexico's political parties and fearful of reform of any kind, the Republicans
vigorously opposed and blocked almost every Ross initiative. His education
bills were strangled by partisan politics. 109
The first bill was problematic on several fronts, and the second, the socalled Kistler bill, was passed in its original form by the predominantly Hispanic territorial House of Representatives. Amendments made in the
Catron-controlled Council rendered the bill unacceptable yo An embittered
Ross described the defeat as "a crime against New Mexico."lll Apparently
many citizens agreed. Political infighting unrelated to education had blocked
the bill's advance. Although Ross's bills were defeated, theyserved as a wakeup call for supporters of New Mexico statehood, who were beginning to
realize that their movement would be repeatedly stalled without a manifestly stronger system of public schools. J12 When the aggressively prostatehood Republican L. Bradford Prince took over the governorship, the
legislature finally took action.
The years of the Prince administration saw a new wave of statehood enthusiasm. 1l3 In 1889 another state constitution was written, but it was fatally
laden with Republican partisan politics and an uncompromising secularschool provision vigorously opposed by Archbishop Salpointe and the Catholic leadershipY4 New Mexico voters decisively defeated that constitution. In
this environment, the 1891 legislature introduced several education bills.
Catron, a domineering taskmaster, used his influence to block everyone
but his own. The 1891 education bill, which passed unanimously, provided
for a territorial board of education, a territorial superintendent of public
instruction with significant oversight responsibilities, certification of teachers, standardization of curriculum, and minimum academic terms of three
months. More significant than those provisions was the new funding. The
counties could now issue bonds to finance the construction ofschool buildings; each district could now own and transfer property, employ special tax
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assessments, and, most importantly,· assess local taxes. This legislation resembled the school laws adopted by nearly every state admitted to the Union
after 1876.115
With the territory's largely Protestant, Anglo population having grown to
28 percent of the total by 1890, the bill acknowledged the continuing twodecade battle in a single sentence: "No sectarian doctrine shall be taught or
inculcated in any of the public schools ofthe city or town."116 Prince astutely.
appointed a Catholic, Amado Chaves, as the first superintendent of public
instruction. Another Hispanic political leader who stood solidly behind
public education, Chaves began the long process of centralizing control
over the schools. 1I7 New Mexico was unique for its high incidence of Hispanic involvement in its school administration. As late as 1902, the state of
Colorado did not have a single Spanish-surnamed school official down
through the level of county superintendent. lIs
The politicians ignored Salpointe, or so it might have seemed. They were
under considerable pressure from Washington to do so. However, no systematic effort was made by either territorial or federal authorities to enforce
the nonsectarian clause, and lawmakers appear to have soon forgotten it.
Although this substantive school legislation was part of a new statehood
campaign, the influence of the territorial economy should not be underestimated. Starting in 1879, the newly arriving railroads efficiently linked New
Mexico with the rest ofthe Union. They greatly expanded the national market
for New Mexico produce while decreasing the price of manufactured goods
imported from the East. The enhanced trade brought about a general increase in prosperity to the territory. A corresponding increase in the tax base
and a growing willingness on the part of the citizenry to support schools
followedY9 Over the decade following passage of the new law, the school
budget increased five-fold while enrollment increased by about 60 percent. 120
In the growing Anglo communities established in the wake of the railroads, public schools assumed much the same character as elsewhere in the
country.121 The public-parochial affiliations in Albuquerque were terminated
after 1891, and public funds were withdrawn from both St. Vincent Academy (Sisters of Charity) and Albuquerque Academy (Congregationalist).lzz
St. Vincent survived as a select girls' school. Albuquerque Academy sold its
fine new building to the board of education. Albuquerque Academy principal Charles E. Hodgin, who had previously taught public school in Indiana, was appointed the first superintendent of public schools in Albuquerque.
The senior teacher was made the first principal of the new high school, and
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a substantial part of the teaching staff was absorbed into the public system. 1Z3
The Congregationalist academies in Las Vegas and Trinidad as well as Albuquerque College (Methodist) soon closed. Hodgin later became an influential professor and administrator at the University of New Mexico. J24
Even with these changes, New Mexico public schools never achieved uniformity during the territorial era.
Notwithstanding the nonsectarian clause, little actually changed with
regard to sectarianism in the schools in some counties. County boards retained considerable autonomy and continued to run their schools as they
saw fit./ 25 The Catholic-Protestant conflict persisted, but it was much diminished from earlier years. The public-sectarian boundary continued to be.so
ill-defined that in some areas Catholic schools still operated as public facilities when tax-generated funds were available to pay teachersY6 The teaching sisters passed the required examinations. Lamy and the Catholic
hierarchy had not yet lost the battle. In some rural, predominantly Hispanic
areas, the various Catholic orders operated and controlled the public schools
into the mid-twentieth century. 127 The divisive issue of Protestantism in the
public schools was thus quietly removed from the spotlight for the moment.
This arrangement was brought to a dramatic end by a New Mexico Supreme Court ruling in 1951, which effectively eliminated the Catholic
Church's involvement with the public schools. J28
During the 1890S, the Protestant mission schools began their slow disappearance. The process would play out over decades. Many Protestant missionaries believed their schools were no longer needed after the introdUction
of public facilities. 129 Unlike the Catholic educators, they did not perceive
great differences between their schools and the new public institutions. In
some remote areas, Protestant institutions remained open where they were
the only schools available. The Protestant secondary boarding schools in
Santa Fe and Albuquerque held their own, at least for a while. The New
Mexico public school system, following the path blazed by the parochial
schools, was truly growing stronger, and one long-standing barrier to statehoodwidespread illiteracy - was beginning to crumble. In the remaining years of
the territory, this development coalesced with an increasingly aggressive
and systematic statehood initiative by territorial political leaders.
The Constitution of 1910, which actually became the state constitution,
paid little attention to schools except for one clause stating that "children of
Spanish descent" could never be denied admission to a public school and
another prohibiting segregated schools for Hispanic childrenYo Not
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altogether unrelated was an additional provision removing any literacy requirement for the right to vote. lJl These were important concessions to the
Hispanic majority in New Mexico but essentially peripheral to the public
school funding issue. The thorough secularization of New Mexico's public
schools would eventually take hold under this new constitution.
The political process failed to pass school laws in 1856; enacted school
laws that were largely unenforced during the years from 1860 to 1867; and
then created a network of poorly funded, substandard, county-controlled
schools in 1872. Following a period of sectarian and political conflict, the
law of 1891 provided increased funding, higher standards, and centralized
oversight for the schools. The influence of the churches was omnipresent.
The Catholic and Protestant parochial schools, under the direction of
extraordinarily talented and dedicated women and men, laid a good part of
the foundation for the public school system. In 1920 Presbyterian teacher
Alice Blake finally closed her school in Trementina. She noted upon this
occasion that the new public school teacher (a native Presbyterian) would
not be allowed to read from the Bible or teach religion, but his work would
otherwise be the same. 132 Similarly, the persistent parochial character of the
public schools in some areas constituted a significant degree of continuity
with the schools conceived and built by Bishop Lamy and his followers.
Lamy had seen the consequences of ignorance and illiteracy when he first
arrived in New Mexico and worked to rectify these conditions throughout
his career. Although many political leaders and Protestant authorities did
not sympathize with his approach, Lamy's vision of what schools should be
and who should teach in them would eventually touch thousands of New
Mexico children. When the Constitutional Convention met in 1910, some
20 percent of the delegates cited St. Michael's College as their alma mater. 133
Despite their small number, the parochial schools were an important
conduit for the flow of public school traditions from the East into New
Mexico. This influence is perhaps most apparent with the Protestant schools.
At the dedication of Albuquerque Academy's Perkins Hall in 1890, Gen.
Sec. Charles R. Bliss emphasized the transfer: "The founding of Albuquerque Academy is only a little wavelet in that mighty tide that had been setting from old England over New England, and toward the slopes of the
Rocky Mountains for the past three hundred years."134 Most of the Protestant teachers, 80 percent of whom were single women and were largely
from the Midwest and Pennsylvania, had attended normal schools in the
East or had taught in public or mission schools elsewhere. ll5 These influen-
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tial teachers, motivated by an abiding religious faith, were conscientious
and thoroughly dedicated to bringing their American educational values to
New Mexico, and their work would be reflected in the public schools. Reverend Harwood wrote, "The interest in the cause of education, awakened
by those [Methodist] schools, is of inestimable value as they show what good
teachers can do and is a stimulant to the public school teachers to prepare
better for their work."l36 The reverend had a vested interest, but in a general
sense he was right
The growth of public schools in New Mexico was a slow but more or less
continuous process starting meaningfully in the early 1870S. Relatively few
in number, the stronger preexisting parochial schools influenced and expedited the early development of public schools by providing trained teachers
and a general model for what schools could be. These schools introduced
innumerable New Mexicans, not just the elite, to learning institutions they
found useful and desirable. Before public facilities were built, elementary

AN ELEMENTARY PUBLIC SCHOOL IN LAS VEGAS, NEW MEXICO,

C. 1890-1900

This class is of typical size and age distribution, having a
preponderance of younger children. Several grades were taught.
simultaneously in the same classroom.

(Photograph cOllrtesy Palace of the Governors, Santa Fe, neg. no. °7°248)
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instruction might have been provided by a Protestant institution with a normalschool trained Anglo American female. Later, after the establishment of
public schools, the pupils might have been taught by a male who was a
former mission school student, imbued with American public school tradition, and possibly using Jesuit-printed textbooks.
The Catholic Church's resistance to nonsectarian schools eventually
collapsed when tacit accommodations were made to adequately address its
concerns. New Mexico turned a blind eye toward continuing parochialism,
at least for a time, and increased educational opportunity where it had long
been all too limited. Literacy rates, a central issue in the statehood deliberations, slowly increased. 137 The extreme conditions that produced territorial
secretary Davis's outcry in 1856 had largely disappeared by 1911, when Washington lawmakers begrudgingly conceded that New Mexico was finally ready
for statehood. By this time, public school enrollment had reached sixty-one
thousand pupils. Sixty-five percent of New Mexico's children were receiving some form of schooling, but still with rather short terms that were typically just three or four months.JJ8
Starting schools in New Mexico was an arduous, uphill battle involving
a broad range of factors: the establishment of an acceptable level of public
safety by the U.S. Army; the emergence of effective educational leaders; the
expansion of the economy; the appearance of church-sponsored initiatives
for educating Hispanic children; the accommodations for conflicting religious traditions that extended into the classroom; the diffusion ofAmerican
common school practices and traditions into the territory; the recognition
by a Spanish-speaking populace of its need for English instruction; the procurement of a degree of federal support; and the coalescence of the statehood movement. Perhaps Governor Prince's ebullient comments about the
~i' significance of the new 1891 education law reflected the wishful thinking
for which he was well known. Widespread illiteracy was gradually erased,
and eventually all New Mexico children would have the opportunity to
attend school. Prince may have been right in the end, although in a way he
could never have envisioned. To paraphrase the governor's remarks in 1891,
a new era in the history of the territory had been initiated.
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